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the Portland’s dirty little
secrets, despite being lauded
for its green ethos and
environmentalism.

“If someone were playing in
that pile, it would be a problem,”
says Cassie Cohen, executive di-
rector of Groundwork Portland,
a Northeast Portland nonprofit
that’s helped to transform the
garden with help from neigh-
bors and volunteers.

Cohen and her group have
been lobbying the city to release
its “historic commercial use in-
ventory,” a database of former
sites like gas stations and dry
cleaners in Portland that may
have left contaminants behind.

Known as brownfields, those
sites are costly to clean up and
rehabilitate and often mired in
layers of bureaucracy, with
neighborhood,

Gommunity involvement

Since forming an affiliate
chapter of the national organiza-
tion in 2008, Groundwork Port-
land takes a community-first
approach to revitalizing spaces.

Their mission is to involve
low-income residents, people of
color, youth and others tradi-
tionally left out of government
processes in the city’s land and
water cleanup projects.

They’ve taken on three major
projects so far, which they spot-
lighted to the public during a
“Dirty Side of Portland” bus tour
this past weekend.

The three-hour tours on Sat-
urday and Sunday attracted
about 30 people each, a mix of
young people, environmental-
ists, media and others impacted
or just curious about the issue.

People paid on a sliding scale
of $10 to $25. The two other
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tory and will then
wait for the City
Council to take up
the brownfields
issue before releasing it to the
public.

It will be the first of its kind in
the city.

“We looked back to pretty
much every peak of the econom-
ic cycle, starting in 1936,” Bump
says. “For every eight years we
looked at the business index, got
the addresses, geocoded them,
mapped the historial land uses.”

The report will inform the
city’s Comprehensive Plan up-
date process as well as various
other planning decisions. “It’s
consistent with development
patterns across the city,” Bump
says. “It’s different snapshots
in time. It does reflect how the
city has grown in the last 80
years.”

When the inventory is re-
leased, it will show property
owners, environmental activ-
ists, residents and groups like
Groundwork Portland just how
prevalent brownfields are in,
the city.

Division-Midway Alliance

land Harbor Super-
fund Site, and a
half-acre site at
Southeast Division
Street and 124th
Avenue that used to house a
nightclub and before that a dry
cleaners.

Now it's just a vacant lot filled
with overgrown weeds, with a
small mural on one wall that stu-
dents painted.

McDonald’s has expressed an
interest in leasing the space, but
the neighbors — who call them-
selves the United Nations of
Portland, reflective of their enor-
mous diversity — aren’t thrilled
by it.

“Business development is the

— Kem Marks,

primary thing that will keep us.

from becoming a ghetto,” says
Kem Marks, a volunteer with
the Division-Midway Alliance
and member of the East Port-
land Action Plan.

“We need companies that are
going to drive economic devel-
opment, that serve the commu-
nity and lift it up, not serve peo-
ple on their way down.”

yiv 1 East Portland neighbors have

held meetings over the years to
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Visitors to Emerson Garden enjoyed barbecue chicken, watermelon and other snacks as part of the “Dirty Side of Portland” bus tour last
weekend; more tours may be offered as the proposed Superfund plan approaches.

Cassie Cohen (left), executive director of Groundwork Portland,
engages neighbors and youth in environmental justice projects and
community education around the city. Will Bennett (right), Emerson
Garden coordinator for Groundwork Portland, tends to the plants and
greets visitors, including school children.

create their own vision for the
space, which includes a large
community garden, water fea-
ture, basketball court and open
green space where they could
gather, possibly sell their food
and wares, and be seen as a
destination in East Portland.
:Lori Boisen, district manag-
er of the Division-Midway Alli

ance, said the site also could
play a key role in the East
Portland rapid transit plans
underway. She wishes officials
at the city and Portland Devel-
opment Commission would
agree to help attract investors
to this site, and laments the
fact that most nonprofit groups
are located in North and

Northeast Portland.

“It would be nice if they could
have satellite offices” in East
Portland, she says.

Boisen and others won’t say
they're flat out against McDon-
ald’s coming in, because “at
least it would be something, not
a hole,” she says. “We have ma-
ny vacancies in the district that
are still vacant for four or five
years,” she says.

Superfund site still in limbo

The first stop on the tour was
the boat ramp under the St.
Johns Bridge, next to the signs
warning that certain fish like
bass and carp are toxic for con-
sumption.

Fourteen years after being de-
clared a Superfund site, individ-
ual cleanup projects along the
Willamette River have made
progress, but there’s been no
overall plan to remove the con-
taminated sediments along the
11-mile stretch of river that used
to be dump sites for companies
like Gasco and Arkema.

Now, the water is safe to rec-
reate in but the biggest danger
is eating certain fish and the lin-

gering contaminants.

The U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency is due to release
their proposed cleanup plan in
early 2016, which will surely stir
a lot of attention.

Rick Muza, source control
project manager for the Oregon
Department of Environmental
Quality, says he anticipates that
a round of public meetings will
start next fall just prior to the
proposed plan’s release.

In the meantime, the Portland
Harbor Community Advisory
Group meets the second
Wednesday of each month to
discuss the community’s role in
shaping the cleanup effort. The
next meeting is 6 to 8 p.m. Aug.
13, at the Bureau of Environ-
mental Services Water Lab, 6543
N. Burlington St.

Groundwork hopes to see a
diverse segment of the public
step up and have their voices
heard in this process and others.

“If we don’t step up and take
some action,” Cohen says, “this
whole process will blow over
and none of us will benefit.”

For more: portlandharbor
cag.info.





